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An Interview with Vikram Chandra

Vikram Chandra is an acclaimed South Asian writer who resides in Mumbai/Bombay​[1]​ and Berkeley, California. He teaches creative writing at the University of California and co-wrote the script for the Bollywood film, Mission Kashmir (2000). His first novel, Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995), was awarded the Commonwealth Writers Prize for Best First Book and is an epic, fantastical narrative that invites comparison with Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981). His short story collection, Love and Longing in Bombay (1997), is based on the premise of oral story-telling, as the old man, Subramaniam, regales his young companions at the Fisherman’s Rest pub with a series of yarns. The generically diverse collection comprises five stories named after Hindu philosophical concepts: a comedy of manners (‘Shakti’), a ghost story (‘Dharma’), a story set in the world of computing (‘Artha’), a piece of romantic fiction (‘Shanti’) and a detective story (‘Kama’). The protagonist of the latter, Inspector Sartaj Singh, also features in Chandra’s latest novel, Sacred Games (2006), signalling an ongoing interest in what he has termed the ‘gangsters-and-policemen book’ (Alexandru 14).  
Seven years in its research and writing, Sacred Games is an epic crime thriller that harks back to nineteenth-century realist novels of the city, while reflecting post 9/11 political concerns. The novel follows the morally tarnished but appealing detective, Sartaj, as he investigates several cases, the most notable of which involves the suicide of the notorious gangland don, Ganesh Gaitonde, in a nuclear bunker. Sartaj’s narrative is intercut with Ganesh’s mysterious posthumous reminiscences about his rise to underworld leadership and his explanation of how joint ventures with his guru, a charismatic but ethically dubious figure, have led to Bombay being imminently threatened by a terrorist bomb plot. The novel also includes several ‘Insets’, short but vibrant vignettes describing minor characters in circumstances that are frequently far removed, both temporally and spatially, from modern-day Bombay, but that shed light on Sartaj’s situation.
As a body of work, Chandra’s writing is perhaps most interesting for its use of language, popular artistic influences, and representations of the city. Linguistically, his fiction is extremely hybrid, incorporating words from most of India’s regional languages alongside English, Sanskrit terms, Bombay street slang, and Hindi song lyrics. As the last example suggests, Chandra is also an acute observer of popular culture, and his texts allude to Bollywood films, computing and the internet, pulp fiction (particularly the thriller), and oral story-telling. Finally, with Rushdie and Rohinton Mistry, this writer is one of the leading chroniclers of the world’s most populous city, Bombay, which is as notorious for its slums, pollution and gangsterism as for its thriving film industry and commercial successes.
A face-to-face interview with Vikram Chandra proved impossible to arrange, so this conversation took place over the telephone in August 2006, when he was in Britain promoting Sacred Games.  In addition to the themes outlined above, I was particularly interested in discussing the novel’s complex philosophical and religious underpinnings, especially the millenarian worldviews espoused by several characters.  Chandra is currently on a year’s sabbatical from his teaching position at the University of California.

Claire Chambers	The title of your new novel, Sacred Games, indicates your concern with ideas surrounding play. The novel refers at several moments to the Hindu concept of lila, highlighting the notion of performativity and suggesting that people act out predestined roles in life. Could you say a bit more about the image of games in the novel? 

Vikram Chandra	In order to translate this concept of lila successfully, you have to convey that the entire universe amounts to the Lord’s play. There’s the further idea that everything around us is also somewhat theatrical, and the reason for the theatre is pleasure. But if we are all really participating in a kind of theatricality, if the universe is indeed the Lord’s play, then it follows that that there’s a discernible structure to the world. Of course, this is an idea that is often asserted in various kinds of scriptures. And that’s exactly what the guru in Sacred Games is trying to emphasise: he wants to persuade Ganesh of the existence of God; claiming that there’s a plan, outside of evidence, right? He talks of interpenetration, asserting that there’s too much structure in the world that cannot simply be coincidence or chaos. Just before Ganesh dies he asks Sartaj a question  which Sartaj only half-hears  ‘Do you believe in God?’, and that question hangs over the entire narrative. It is highlighted for the reader as well, because if we believe that the things that happen to us follow a form, then that’s a way of producing meaning from our lives. I think that’s what’s so persuasive about believing, having a faith of any sort, because you begin to see the world not merely as a series of random, unconnected events; rather, the whole fabric of it hangs together. 

The same logic also pervades the book. In some ways, the guru’s ideas are also addressed to the reader  there’s the book that you’re reading and there’s a structure and a symmetry, so you assume that there’s a consciousness behind it [laughs]. The novel  and all novels or stories, I suppose  are engines for producing meaning. When you construct a story, you arrange it in such a way that out of the chaos of everything that surrounds the lives that you’re talking about in the story, you somehow present a coherent series of events at the level of plot, also suggesting a coherent form to the universe. I was actually thinking of Peter Brooks a couple of days ago, whom I’d read a long time ago. I kept recalling the beginning of his book, The Melodramatic Imagination. He argues that even underneath the most seemingly realist text  and I think he used Balzac and Henry James as his examples  there is the structure of what he calls ‘the moral occult’ (Brooks 5–22). In other words, even somebody like James arranges events and constructs the narrative in such a way that when you’ve finished reading, you’ve got a moral vision that holds together and therefore meaning is produced. That’s something readers really like  or actually, not even like, they need it. 

CC	I was intrigued by your depiction of the guru, because many aspects of his philosophy are attractive, and yet he’s involved in some extremely nefarious activities. You seem to be picking up on the trope, common to many Indian novels and films, of the fake swami or false guru. What were you trying to do with this trope? 

VC	What the guru says to Ganesh is that if you see a design in the universe, a course, as it were, then you must believe that it has meaning. And of course that’s very appealing, as much to me as it is to Ganesh [laughs]. But the arrogance that accrues from this is awful, and that’s where the bomb threat comes in. If there’s one constant in myths about rising to perfection, then it’s the need for a climax. The guru quotes something to Ganesh that Ganesh has earlier said to him: ‘A big story needs a big end’. In some ways, as the guru and certain other characters think about it, the great religious or mythological structures all propose some sort of apocalyptic ending before the next coming of heaven, or ramrajya, the Golden Age, or whatever. In the Hindu structures, this is thought to signal the beginning of the next cycle. So what he is saying is, look, we’ve held off the correct necessity of the climax for far too long. And this idea even filters through into secular ideologies. For instance, in the last Inset, what is proposed to the character of the poor, oppressed Bihari boy, Aadil, is that the dialectic of history will produce the destruction of the capitalist state and after that there will be a kind of heaven. Secular versions of this claim also sometimes produce a modern apocalypse; they end up being structured in the same way. 

CC	You foreground 9/11 in the book, and also some truly apocalyptic violence in the subcontinent: the Babri Masjid violence, Partition, the China War, separatist movements in the Punjab and Nagaland. Do you see this novel as a pessimistic narration of the subcontinent’s violent recent history? 

VC	Absolutely. In a broad sense, the kinds of catastrophic narrative that you mention are sold to us in such a way that they come to structure entirely the ways that we think about ourselves. These are frightening ideas, but the novel shows that a life without myths or a perceived structure can be even more horrifying. That was why it was so interesting to write the Inset about the former spy, K D Yadav, slowly losing his mind in hospital. He is actually escaping from the world of form. The chapter starts with this notion that the ability to discern borders is the hallmark of intelligence. Here’s a man who’s built his entire life on that principle, and who has also believed in these binaries, these symmetries, such as us and dushman, the enemy. Now he’s lying there and slowly all those opposites are melting into each other, and he is quite afraid of this. Notionally at least, in many of the Indian religions and philosophies, when you leave behind the world of opposites, then you enter into nirvana or moksha. He’s terrified because all he can perceive is a kind of blankness, but simultaneously it gives him a detachment from the world. At the end of the novel he returns from his formless state of mind to offer one last piece of information that he thinks might shed light on the case. I guess for me, the book in a larger sense became a kind of meditation on this idea of how form produces meaning and directs us towards certain kinds of action. 

CC	Perhaps in the past you’ve been labelled a postmodernist, and there’s some truth in this, but in this novel you appear closer to realism, to writers like Balzac and James whom you mentioned earlier. You broadly work with the realist mode in this novel, but there’s also your interest in film: Film City is a prominent location and there’s a memorable depiction of the quasi-cyborg Bollywood starlet, Zoya Mirza. So there’s this fantastical, Rushdiean element even within quite a realist structure. Could you speak to the novel’s use of form?

VC	Obviously I’m thinking about noir and the whole tradition of detective stories, Poe, and so on. In some ways the book acts almost directly as an anti-thriller. The relationship between film noir and the noir text I think is so close and so symbiotic, actually. It’s hard for me to think of any of those forms without thinking of film, especially because they appear to be so closely connected with modernity itself, and the post-Enlightenment figure of the detective. Films of course quickly sprang out of the detective genre, and in some ways became central to the genre, starting in the early twentieth century and then on to our time. And more locally, I guess we all live in a world where media is shaped by the visual image, but this is truer of Bombay than many other places. The city imagines itself and proclaims itself through the many movies that are produced in Bombay, all the way back through Indian silent films to the talkies.  Think of all the songs which discuss this city and how difficult it is, yet position it as a fascinating, lovely place to live in. When I started conducting my research, both with underworld and police figures, I found that they were all interested in movies which focused upon their own milieux.  They had very sharp opinions: ‘in that film, they portrayed such-and-such very effectively, but they really screwed up on this other aspect, don’t do that’. 

CC	Could you say a bit more about the connections between the underworld and the film industry that are explored in Sacred Games?

VC	Well, we all know about these links because the press has done a lot of work exposing them. A particularly striking example was provided when the movie Vaastav came out (the literal translation of its title is ‘The Reality’). This was a pretty good film that told the story of a young kid who gets pulled into the underworld against his will. Sanjay Dutt was in it and gave an excellent performance. It won awards, and at one of the award functions, onto the stage walked the producer [Deepak Nikalje] to collect the award, and he turns out to be the brother of one of the major underworld players [Chhota Rajan]. So, gangsters like Ganesh are producing representations of their lives for the screen, and I think in turn these have a very powerful impact on how people see themselves. In the novel, Ganesh and his boys watch gangster movies on DVD when they’re in exile on the yacht, and often they make them weep. I’m generally interested in this kind of active self-fashioning, but in reference to policing and the underworld, it became something I felt I couldn’t ignore. And of course, there are similarities with all these other phenomena, you know, the yakuza in Japan and the mafia in Italy. My portrayal has a basis in fact, too: the image that I give of the underworld don Suleiman Isa watching the Godfather trilogy repeatedly, that is true of a real gangster and was told to me by one of his associates. I think that the connection between them [gangsters and film] goes beyond the merely financial to something mythological, again producing meaning. I think that Amitabh Bachchan and other film-stars have something really important to do with the question of how gangsters choose to conduct themselves. 

CC	To come back to what you were saying about Bombay, it seems to me that there’s a greater sense of pessimism about the city in this novel than in your previous works. In Sacred Games, several characters wonder whether it’s even worth saving the city from the threatened bomb attack, although ultimately most people realise they can’t live without the place. There’s a prevalent feeling that the city is changing, becoming more corrupt and violent. Is that something you were conscious of?

VC	Yes, definitely. I think Bombay is still an imaginative location; there’s still this image of the dream, of coming to Bombay a nobody and becoming a star. But there’s also a corresponding hopelessness about what the city’s become and where it’s going. Everyone’s acutely aware of the creaking infrastructure and social breakdown. There’s a sort of masochistic pleasure in the way that people talk about how bad the city is and how much worse it’s going to get, and yet there’s still a strong attachment to the place. I think maybe in a larger sense, it also points the way to something that happens on a nationwide scale. I recently watched this movie, Rang De Basanti, a very good film which stars Aamir Khan as a kid from Delhi University. This movie really captures a prevailing cynicism about the future and sense of despair about the present. When things go wrong the characters tend to shrug and say, ‘This is India, this is how things happen here’. At the moment the media often likes to present the image of India shining  of course there is a certain energy around the economy and people are excited about the 8% growth  but it’s not all happy and shining. Many people still view today’s India as a very corrupt place, kaliyuga, as it were. In this present these radical, populist solutions become very attractive, and from the most unexpected people. Take Sartaj’s junior officer, Katekar, for example. He’s a man who enjoys a good interaction with his surroundings in spite of the dirt and the poverty, and then suddenly he’ll talk about having a perfect dictator or a totalitarian state. The attraction of things like that, of fascism, can be explained, if not excused…

CC	You also pick up on the current interest in militant Islam. Yet you suggest that it often functions as a smokescreen for other activities, such as the underworld or counter-espionage. Is this your view of the way Islamism is viewed in the current political climate?

VC	I think that certainly is the image: nationalism and religious sentiment are often projected as terrorists’ motivations for PR reasons. There are various forms of extremism that are sometimes used by exactly the people who pretend to oppose them in order to sustain their own support. Like the right-wing guru does by presenting his vision of an apocalyptic new beginning, then using all of the back-and-forth narrative mechanisms to suggest something more teleological, that this is where we need to go next. In some ways I think that’s the attraction both from the right and left, in various forms, Hinduism, Islamic and others, this idea of thrusting forwards to some sort of final confrontation. You even hear it from the current Bush administration, in very bizarre terms. I think it’s a pervasive trope in today’s climate. 

CC	What you do with the English language is very interesting in this book. You’re often positioned as a cosmopolitan writer, and there’s some truth in this, and yet this is a challenging books for Westerners to read, given the number of Hindi/Punjabi words and local references, acronymns, and so on, that are included. Is this a deliberate strategy to challenge normative English usage, and indicate your characters’ polyglot worlds?

VC	I guess I do this in all my books but in Sacred Games I was particularly trying to use a fluid, spoken English. I wanted to recount the story as if I was telling it to my friends in Bombay over dinner. The way that we would speak together would be with a sprinkling of different languages, and I wanted to convey that in the text. It was especially at the forefront of my consciousness because the underworld milieu is so pervaded with slang. And with respect, not just Western readers, but people from other parts of India, find the language and the local stuff challenging. People have said this to me as I did this recent book tour of India. I’m uncomfortable with that; I guess what I’m hoping is that the context will give enough direction, so that you get a general idea of what the language means. 

CC	I think it works; in any case a lot of American thriller writers do this all the time. As a British reader, I don’t understand all the slang, but I can get the gist, and it gives me a rich sense of the spoken language. 
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^1	   In 1995, Bombay was officially renamed Mumbai as part of a pro-Marathi program instituted by the ruling Shiv Sena party. For debate about the significance of the name change, see Hansen 1–19. Given the association of the term ‘Mumbai’ with the city’s divisive communalist politics of recent years, I use the appellation ‘Bombay’ throughout.
